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The Affiliate Marketing
Starter Guide
Five phases that turn your existing product feed into a

working affiliate program — from readiness check to

partner onboarding.

5 phases from readiness check to partner onboarding

4 pain points addressed directly — the things publishers actually filter on

1 source feed powering Awin, CJ, Rakuten, Impact, and Partnerize
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W H Y
If You Sell on Google Shopping, You're Closer
Than You Think

If you're already running on Google Shopping, Meta, or Amazon, you have most of the raw

material an affiliate program needs. The work isn't building a new channel from scratch — it's

getting your product feed in shape to satisfy publishers who decide whether to surface your

products at all.

$15B
A F F I L I AT E  M A R K E T I N G  I N D U S T R Y  S I Z E

16%
O F  A L L  E C O M M E R C E  S A L E S  D R I V E N  B Y
A F F I L I AT E S

Most programs that fail don't fail on strategy. They fail on the data feed. Affiliates drop a brand

the moment the feed goes stale, prices drift, or required network fields show up empty.

"Affiliate marketing expands reach — but keeping partners updated is a

constant struggle." — GoDataFeed affiliate channel page

C O N T E XT Four Feed Problems We Hear About Most

Across r/ecommerce, r/PPC, and the Shopify community, four problems surface repeatedly.

The five phases below are architected around solving them.

1 "I can't match products without GTINs and UPCs." — Comparison sites, deal sites, and

cashback apps build matching pipelines that cross-reference UPCs and GTINs across

retailers. Missing identifiers = left off every comparison surface, silently.



2 "My raw platform feed keeps getting rejected." — Shopify and WooCommerce defaults

don't include the custom fields Awin and Impact require: promotional_text, 

commission_group, network-specific category mapping. Merchants try to fix this with

CSVs, then give up.

3 The trust killer: stale inventory and pricing. — Affiliates drop a brand the moment they

send traffic to an out-of-stock product or a wrong price. Once a publisher loses trust, they

don't tell you. They just stop promoting.

4 Default product titles don't search well. — "The Classic Tee" is invisible inside an affiliate

publisher's on-site search. Affiliates need titles enriched with brand, color, size, material —

the same enrichment Google Shopping rewards.

0 1 The Readiness Check

Strong publishers won't waste their audience on a site that doesn't convert. Before opening a

network account, run three checks.

Conversion Rate

S T O P  B E F O R E  Y O U  S T A R T

If your sitewide conversion rate is below 2%, pause and fix that first. Affiliates send qualified

traffic — if your funnel leaks, the leak gets blamed on the program, not the site.

Margin Math

5–10%
T Y P I C A L  A F F I L I AT E  C O M M I S S I O N  O N
P H Y S I C A L  P R O D U C T S

~25%
M I N I M U M  B L E N D E D  G R O S S  M A R G I N  F O R
F L AT  C O M M I S S I O N S  T O  W O R K

Commissions can run up to 20% in premium categories, plus a network transaction fee. Your

gross margin needs to absorb both and still leave contribution after fulfillment. Below 25%

blended gross margin, you'll need tiered structures or a segmented catalog.



Realistic Revenue Goal

5–15%
W H E R E  M O S T  F I R S T-Y E A R  P R O G R A M S
A C T U A L LY  L A N D

15–30%
O F  T O TA L  R E V E N U E  —  T H E  H I G H - E N D
F I R S T-Y E A R  TA R G E T

S E T  E X P E C T A T I O N S  C O R R E C T L Y

Set your first-year revenue target conservatively — 5–15% is a realistic ramp. Programs that

hit 15–30% in year one are the exception. Adjust up as the program matures, not before.

0 2 Pick Your Networks

Don't manage affiliates manually. Plug into established networks where publishers are already

looking for products to promote. There's no single best network — there's the one that fits

your stage, catalog, and the publishers you actually want.

Awin (formerly ShareASale)

The most common starting point for mid-market merchants. Self-serve onboarding, large

publisher base in coupon, cashback, and deal verticals. Awin completed its acquisition of

ShareASale in 2024 — a single Awin account now reaches the combined publisher network.

Setup fee varies by plan.

CJ Affiliate

$16B
A N N U A L  R E V E N U E  FA C I L I TAT E D  B Y  C J

1B+
M O N T H LY  C U S T O M E R S  A C R O S S  C J ' S
P U B L I S H E R  B A S E



The premium publisher network. Strongest mix of content sites, loyalty partners, and tier-one

coupon brands. Accepts Google Shopping format with CJ extensions — the lightest migration

from a clean Google feed of any major network.

AvantLink

High-end specialty network for outdoor, lifestyle, and adventure brands. Smaller publisher

base, but the publishers it has are the right ones for those categories. Strong fit for outdoor,

fitness, and lifestyle verticals.

Partnerize / Rakuten Advertising

Premium positioning for higher-AOV brands. Rakuten's Rewards cashback is a major in-

network publisher with a loyal base. Partnerize (which acquired Pepperjam) leads with AI-

driven partner discovery and deeper attribution. Both perform best with active relationship

management.

S E Q U E N C I N G  A D V I C E

Pick one network to start. Add a second 60–90 days after the first runs cleanly. Spreading thin

across three networks from day one is how programs stall.

0 3 The Product Feed Engine

This is where the four problems on page 2 get solved. Your product data feed determines

whether the program runs or quietly stalls. If an affiliate links to an out-of-stock product or an

expired price, you lose the sale and the affiliate's trust.

One Source of Truth

Pull your raw catalog from Shopify, BigCommerce, Magento, or WooCommerce into a feed

management platform. Push real-time inventory and pricing to every network you run. The

point: no human editing CSVs, no two channels disagreeing about what's in stock.

Suppression Rules Instead of Full-Catalog Dumping



Rule-based suppression keeps low-margin SKUs, clearance items, and category outliers out of

the affiliate feed — so you only pay commissions on products worth paying commissions on.

Auto-Fill Missing Identifiers (GTIN, UPC, MPN)

T H E  S I L E N T  F A I L U R E  M O S T  M E R C H A N T S  D O N ' T  C A T C H

Comparison and deal sites can't match your products to anything else without GTINs and

UPCs. A feed platform can pull GTINs from manufacturer data, extract UPCs from Shopify

metafields, or merge an ERP export directly into the feed — no manual SKU editing.

Title and Attribute Enrichment

"The Classic Tee" is a fine title on your store. Inside an affiliate publisher's on-

site search, it's invisible. Rule-based concatenation turns it into "Brand Men's

Classic Tee — Cotton — Olive Green — XL" automatically.

Real-Time Price and Inventory Sync

T H E  # 1  P R E D I C T O R  O F  A F F I L I A T E  R E T E N T I O N

Out-of-stock SKUs need to fall out of the affiliate feed before the publisher's next refresh —

not after. Sale prices and end-dates need to populate the moment a promotion starts. This is

mechanical, not strategic, but it's what keeps publishers promoting you.

0 4 Use the Feed to Set Smart Commissions

Why pay a flat 10% on everything when the feed can route different commission rates to

different products? Networks like AvantLink and Partnerize support item-based

commissioning. If your feed carries the right metadata, the network can act on it.



1 Tag products with commercial intent. Use feed rules to label SKUs with custom qualifiers

— [High Margin], [Clearance], [Bestseller], [New Arrival]. Top-tier affiliates can filter the

feed to feature only the products they want to push.

2 Tier commissions by tag. A higher rate on overstock or clearance items incentivizes

affiliates to clear dead inventory. A lower rate on low-margin essentials protects

contribution. Both rules live in the feed, not a spreadsheet.

3 Promote what's profitable. Combine suppression rules (Phase 3) with commission tiers so

affiliates only see products you want them moving — at rates that match each product's

economics.

0 5 Onboard Partners, Then Protect the Program

The technical plumbing is done. The remaining work is making sure new affiliates have what

they need — and that bad actors don't ride along.

A Partner Welcome Kit

A portal with high-resolution imagery, brand guidelines, pre-approved marketing copy, and a

current feed-format reference. The faster a new affiliate can produce a placement, the faster

they hit their first commission.

Automated Nurture

Day 7
F I R S T  A F F I L I AT E
C H E C K- I N
T O U C H P O I N T

Day
30
H I G H E S T- L E V E R A G E
C H E C K- I N  —  C O M M I T
O R  Q U I E T LY  S T O P

Day
90
P R O G R A M  H E A LT H
R E V I E W



T H E  H I G H E S T - L E V E R A G E  T O U C H P O I N T

The 30-day check-in is the one that matters most. That's when affiliates either commit to the

program or quietly stop logging in. Don't skip it.

Fraud Protection From Day One

Turn on the network's automated fraud detection from approval — not after the first incident.

Coupon abuse, paid-search bidding on your brand terms, and suspicious traffic patterns all

flag faster when detection is on by default.

G D F Where GoDataFeed Fits

GoDataFeed handles the feed engine — Phase 3 — and the rule logic that powers Phase 4.

One source feed pulls from Shopify, BigCommerce, Magento, or WooCommerce. From there, it

publishes to Awin, CJ, Rakuten, Impact, and Partnerize in network-correct format —

promotional fields, GTINs, enriched titles, and tracking parameters mapped automatically.

"We don't just manage your product feeds — we embed into your workflow."

The team also handles the parts most merchants don't have time for: done-for-you feed setup

for a one-time fee, or full-service feed and channel management for qualified brands.



Get a 30-minute look at your current feed against the four
pain points in this guide. Our team opens your live feed,
identifies which problems are active, and tells you what
changes. No commitment. No pitch unless you ask for it.

Book a Free Feed Audit

godatafeed.com/feed-audit
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